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Summary

Merit Network, Inc. {Merit) applied to the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program
(BTOP) for a grant to install acrial and buried fiber optic infrastructure, as well as the necessary
switching and routing equipment, to extend and build upon the existing network system in 33
contiguous counties in Michigan's Lower Peninsula. New networks will directly connect 42
anchor institutions in underserved areas, including libraries, universitics, community colleges,
and community healthcare centers. The proposed action is called the Rural, Education, Anchor,
Community, and Healthcare Michigan Middle Mile Collaborative, or REACH-3MC (Project).

The National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) awarded a grant for
the Project to Merit, through BTOP, as part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act
(ARRA}. The funding must be obligated and the Project completed within three (3) years. This
timeline is driven by the laws and regulations governing the use of this ARRA grant funding,

BTOP supports the deployment of broadband infrastructure in unserved and underserved areas of
the United States and its Territories. As a condition of receiving BTOP grant funding, recipients
must comply with all relevant Federal legislation, including the National Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA) of 1969, which limits the types of activitics that can be undertaken prior 1o
completion of required environmental reviews. BTOP grant recipients, whose activities are not
categorically excluded from further environmental review, must prepare an Environmental
Assessment (EA) that meets the requirements of NEPA. After a sufficiency review, NTIA may
adopt the EA and use it as the basis for finding that the proposed project would not have a
significant impact on the environment. Following such a finding, the BTOP grant recipient may
then begin construction or other activities that could impact the environment,

An EA for the Project was completed by Merit in August 2010, and reviewed, determined
sufficient, and adopted by NTIA as part of the development of this Finding of No Significant
Impact (FONSI).

The Project includes:

* Installing approximately 737 miles of aerial and 142 miles of buried 72-strand fiber optic
infrastructure in existing road rights-of-way (ROWs):

* Installing approximately 136 miles of aerial 72-strand fiber infrastructure on existing or
replacement poles in existing off-road utility ROWs:

* Installing hand holes at intervals of approximately 2,000 feet along the length of the buried
fiber optic cable route;

* Replacing approximately 1,550 existing utility poles as needed to support Project needs;

August 2010 Merit Network, Inc., REACH-3MC Project FONSI



National Telecommunications and Information Administration
Broadband Technology Opportunities Program
Finding of No Significant Impact
Merit Network, Inc., REACH-3MC Project

* Installing incidental fiber infrastructure needed to directly connect the network with 42
community anchor facilities; and

* Hiring of stafl to manage and maintain the expanded REACH-3MC network.

Based on a review of the analysis in the EA, NTIA has determined that the proposed Project, if
implemented in accordance with the preferred alternative, would not result in any significant
environmental impacts. Therefore, the preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS)
is not required. The basis for the determination is described in this FONS].

Additional information and copies of the EA and FONSI are available to all interested persons
and the public through the BTOP website {(www2.ntia.doc.gov/) and the following contact:

Frank J. Monteferrante, Ph.D.

Environmental Compliance Specialist

Broadband Technology Opportunities Program

National Telecommunications and Information Administration
U.S. Department of Commerce

Room 2830B

1401 Constitution Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20230

Tel. 202-482-4208

e-mail FMonteferrante@ntia.doc.gov

Purpose and Need

The high cost and lack of competition for backhaul services have limited last mile broadband
performance, availability, and affordability to homes, businesses, schools, librarics, public safety
providers, and other anchor institutions within rural areas of Michigan. The purpose of the
Project is to provide high-speed, affordable intermediate or middle mile broadband service to
unserved and underserved areas in Michigan.

Project Description

The Project will add approximately 1,015 miles of 72-strand fiber infrastructure to Merit's
existing fiber backbone network across 33 counties in Michipan’s Lower Peninsula. The Project
will provide up to 10 Gbps of bandwidth to 42 anchor institutions and will interconneet with four
last mile providers that will offer broadband Internet, voice, and video services to houscholds
and businesses. Eight additional Merit staff will be hired to manage the expanded services and
maintain the expanded network.
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Approximately 879 miles of new fiber optic cable will be installed within existing road ROWs,
including 737 miles of aerial cable hung on existing or replacement poles and 142 miles of
buried cable. The remaining 136 miles of network cable will be installed as aerial fiber within
existing, off-road utility ROWs. No new utility corridors will be created. The Project also
involves installation of incidental fiber infrastructure to connect the new network to 42
community anchor facilities. These building connections will be confined to existing utility
corridors and the building-specific infrastructure footprint. Because these connections will
generally be no more than 250-500 feet in length, these building runs have not been counted
toward the Project’s total mileage.

Of the total route construction approximately 86% will be acrial fiber hung on existing or
replacement utility poles. When traversing waterways, the installation contractor will access
both sides of the water feature via road and utility ROWs, and fiber will be strung from bank to
bank by hand or by boat and pulled into place. Approximately 1,550 poles (approximately 0.5%
of the total poles involved in the Project) will require replacement. Construction crews will
access the pole sites from existing public roads and existing utility ROWs. Timber mats will be
used to support construction equipment in wetland areas where saturated conditions create the
potential for rutting. The pole replacement process will involve drilling a hole approximately
four to eight feet in diameter to a depth of approximately 15-35 feet, and either pouring a
concrete footing on which to mount the replacement pole, or burying the replacement pole
directly into the ground and backfilling the hole with crushed rock. Replacement poles will be
installed approximately 15-30 feet from the existing pole. Pre-existing acrial utilities will be
moved to the new poles and activated prior to pulling existing poles from the ground and sending
them offsite for proper disposal. The Project does not propose new pole runs. Disturbed areas
will be restored to preconstruction grades and stabilized after pole replacement, and any excess
soil will be placed in upland arcas.

Underground installation of fiber infrastructure will involve approximately 14% of the total route
construction. Existing underground conduit will be used wherever feasible. Where existing
conduit is not available, new fiber conduit will be installed using directional boring or plowing
techniques. Directional boring will be used in sensitive areas. With directional boring, ground
disturbance will only occur over an area 10-foot by 10-foot square, set back at least 25 feet from
existing wetlands or stream banks. Staging of any required equipment will be in upland areas.
Bore pits will be restored to their original grade using the original soil materials and will be
seeded following the completion of fiber installation. Plowing will be used for the remaining
underground fiber construction. This installation method will use a tractor-crawler and friction-
type plow blade capable of minimal surface ground disturbance (approximately six inches wide).
Fiber encased in flexible conduit less than two inches in diameter will be plowed into the ground
at a depth of at least four feet. Restoration in plowed areas will involve compaction of the
original soils in the cable plow slot. Hand holes will be installed at intervals of approximately
2,000 feet along the buried fiber route to provide storage space for fiber slack and maintenance

August 2010 Merit Network, Inc., REACH-3MC Project FONSI




National Telecommunications and Information Administration
Broadband Technology Opportunities Program
Finding of No Significant Impact
Merit Network, Inc.,, REACH-3MC Project

access. Hand hole installation involves excavating a three foot by three foot arca down to the
depth of the buried fiber conduit.

Construction work will likely occur in five or six locations simultancously and continue into the
winter months until frozen soils and snow require that field teams stop work. Aerial crews will
install aboveground fiber infrastructure at an approximate rate of 5,000 feet per day.
Underground crews will install underground fiber infrastructure at an approximate rate of 550
feet per day using directional boring methods, and 2,500 feet per day when plowing. Itis
anticipated that road shoulders along the majority of the Project route will be large enough to
accommeodate construction workers and equipment, such that vehicles and other equipment will
be located completely off of the road. Appropriate wamning signage for vehicles will be posted at
cach location, but frequent lane closures or complete road closures are not anticipated. In the
event that traffic needs to be routed around a vehicle for aerial construction. a flagman will be
posted to safely direct traffic in accordance with Michigan Department of Transportation
(MDOT) procedures.

Alternatives

NTIA requires that an EA include a discussion of the no action alternative. The no action
alternative provides a baseline against which the effects of the proposed action may be
compared. Under the no action alternative, the proposed action would not be implemented and
the site-specific impacts associated with the proposed Project would not oceur in the Project
area. In addition, this EA evaluated potential impacts associated with the Project as outlined
above. Three other alternatives focusing on modified fiber installation designs (i.e., all buried or
all aerial) and different technology options (i.c., wireless connectivity) were considered but
climinated from further consideration. Installing a combination of underground and aerial fiber
optic cable was chosen as the preferred Project design, and this FONSI addresses the findings
related to that Preferred Alternative.

Preferred Alternative as described in the Project Description— Combination of Underground and
Aerial Fiber Installation. The Project is comprised of a combination of aerial and underground
fiber optic infrastructure. Using a hybrid alternative will allow the Project to leverage the time
savings, cost-efectiveness, and environmental benefits of using existing utility poles and
underground utility conduits, while saving the more expensive and time-consuming underground
installation techniques of directional boring and plowing for areas with no available poles and/or
restrictive utility ordinances. The Preferred Alternative will allow for Merit to select the most
appropriate fiber installation methodology along the planned route based on differing site
conditions and requirements along each mile of the extensive 1,015-mile fiber route.

No Action Alternative. Under the no action alternative, Merit would not expand their existing
backbone fiber network to include approximately 1,015 miles of additional advanced fiber optic
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infrastructure. As a result, Merit and its partners would be unable to provide affordable, high-
performance broadband services to end users in rural and underserved areas in 33 counties within
Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. All existing property would remain as it presently exists. and no
installation of new equipment would occur. The no action alternative served as the baseline for
assessing the impacts of the alternatives.

Alternatives Considered But Not Carried Forward. Merit considered only routing the proposed
fiber paths via underground installation, but ultimately rejected that alternative due to high
anticipated costs of construction and excessive ground disturbance. Merit also considered only
running the proposed fiber paths via aerial installation, but determined that this alternative would
limit the areas served, increase route distance, and increase Project construction time and cost
such that the Project would no longer be feasible, A third alternative considered by Merit
involved installation of wireless infrastructure in licu of aerial or underground installation of
fiber optic cable. Wireless infrastructure would have required construction of approximately 45-
55 microwave radio towers and associated infrastructure throughout Michigan’s Lower
Peninsula. The costs associated with constructing and operating such a network would make the
Project infeasible, and the length of time needed to install the wireless infrastructure would
jeopardize the Project’s deadline, Furthermore, microwave radio technology is not as reliable as
fiber optic technology and does not currently support the capacity proposed. For these reasons, a
wireless network was eliminated as a possibility for this Project.

Findings and Conclusions

The EA analyzes existing conditions and environmental consequences of the Preferred
Alternative and the no action alternative within 11 major resource areas. The resource arcas
analyzed included Noise, Air Quality, Geology and Soils, Water Resources, Biological
Resources, Historic and Cultural Resources, Aesthetic and Visual Resources, Land Use,
Infrastructure, Socioeconomic Resources, and Human Health and Safety. Cumulative Impacts
were also evaluated in the EA,

Based on this evaluation, and as discussed below, Merit has determined that implementation of
the Preferred Alternative is not likely to result in any recognizable environmental impacts and
does not involve any unusual risks or impacts to sensitive areas,

Noise

No new long-term sources of noise will be created as a result of planned installation of acrial or
buried fiber optic cable within existing road and utility ROWs. Noise associated with the
construction phase of the Project will be temporary and comparable to that associated with
regular maintenance activities along the existing ROWs, as would occur under the no action
alternative. Operation of the new cable to provide data transmission is not expected to create any
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